EVANGELISM 101

Acts 2:36-41

May 8, 2011


OH MY GOSH! Every church that reads this text today is turning six shades of green with envy, thinking and whispering and gasping the same sentiment. 3000 souls were added. In one day. With what, five minutes of preaching? Seriously, aren't you asking right now, “Where can we get some of that?” 


Honestly, we'd settle for a tenth of that. Or a tenth of a tenth. Imagine, thirty more souls sitting in these pews every Sunday. Crowded is a great thing. Imagine families with little ones, praying together, singing, giggling, yes, even crying. Imagine new faces inhabiting this space with praise, even if they are sitting in your pew. That's ok, you'd think. You can always find a new place to sit.  


Better yet, imagine no budget worries. No more concerns about what we're going to do when the worker grant runs out and where to cut expenses. Thirty new souls, thirty new saints of God. It takes my breath away just to think about it.  


Souls added means sinners saved, which is what lies at the heart of every Christian who cares for the lost. Souls added means the Kingdom is growing and expanding. And I dare say that many of us may even conclude that souls added means success. It means the church can finally say to herself, “Well done, good and faithful servants.” Souls added means we can finally say we did something right.


This doesn't happen nearly enough for our likes, to be sure. Instead, church growth is agonizingly slow, painfully long and maddeningly hard. We spend large amounts of time and energy on just one person, a neighbor or friend, and after sometimes years of work, they might show up one Sunday. And more times than not, when we ask them later what they thought, they'll have some complaint or beef or other as a reason they won't be back. 


Witnessing is hardly ever easy. At times, it is nothing short of grueling and stressful and painful. We're up against many mistaken notions about God. We have to fight with the modern belief that there are many paths that lead to God and none are wrong. We end up arguing with people over tangential issues and walk away frustrated that we wasted another God-given opportunity to proclaim the Good News. With a great sigh of resignation, we are convinced that we won't be seeing that person in worship anytime soon. It's depressing to think about. 


So, what a church may do is resort to investing in the latest and greatest evangelism programs that promise the amazing results we so long to see. Titles like Evangelism explosion, Dialog evangelism, The Kennedy plan, Caring Evangelism, and countless others entice with their raving testimonies of success. If only we can find that one magic plan, then, then, the church would grow and our problems would all disappear and we could feel like we are contributing to the Kingdom and doing something beneficial for the Lord. 


3000 souls. Just six verses after today's text, Luke adds, “And the Lord added to their number day by day those who were being saved.” Three chapters later, he records this, “And more than ever believers were added to the Lord, and get ready to turn green, multitudes of both men and women.”Acts chapter 11, “And a great many people were added to the Lord.” It hurts, it causes a deep ache within our souls, to read of such success, while we founder here. Just one, Lord. Please.  


Every church and every Christian has a heart for missions and a longing to see people come to faith in Jesus. Every one of us is acquainted with someone in our life who as far as we know, is not a believer. That weighs on our hearts. This desire causes a daily battle, a vicious, perpetual wrestling match to rage inside us. The saint wants to tell the Good News. The sinner is afraid rejection and ridicule.


The greatest temptation we face as God's ambassadors is the temptation to modify the simple message of Law and Gospel, because it doesn't seem to be producing results. We're tempted to edit out the bad parts, especially the talk of sin, because that turns people off. It does us. Inevitably, we have found that when we point fingers, we get fingers pointed back at us. And they're right. We're sinners too. 


And they'll quote all kinds of pithy sayings at us, like stones and glass houses and pots calling kettles black and “you should talk!” The temptation is to soften the blows of the Law or even to completely abandon all talk of sin and God's wrath and jump right to the love part. Jesus loves you. That's much easier to say and much easier to hear. It's way less offensive, much more palatable, and doesn't shut ears nearly as quickly as “Repent!”


Look again at the first reading today again. Look at how Peter ends his sermon. This is his Pentecost sermon, preached immediately after the tongues of fire appeared on the twelve, or quite possibly the 120 disciples gathered there. They spoke in other  languages and the people were all amazed and befuddled. They accused the disciples of drinking, so Peter stands up and speaks up to set things right. 


Good thing he took that latest evangelism course. Good thing he attended the weekend witnessing workshop. Good thing he had his spiel all prepared ahead of time and knew exactly what he was going to say. See how he jumps right to how much Jesus loves them all. 


Right! He doesn't. Rather, he says some things that are pretty offensive. Earlier in his sermon, he says, “This Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed.” Can't you just picture him standing there and pointing fingers when he says that? You. And you. And you. Y'all crucified and killed Jesus. 


Then, just to make sure they heard that wonderfully good news, he ends his sermon with a bang, “This Jesus whom you crucified.” Not one mention of his own part in the whole shebang. Not one word about his abandonment of Jesus in the garden and cowardly denial.  


Now, I can honestly say that I have attended my share of witnessing workshops and evangelism classes. I even had one at the seminary, complete with cold calling on a Saturday afternoon. What fun that was! I gotta tell you, not a one of the courses had anything even hinting at this kind of evangelism tactic. 


Can you imagine the reaction you'd get if you said that to the friend or family member you've been trying to get to come to church for years? Can you envision the response you'll get if you blurt that out at work? Oh yea, by the way, Jesus is Lord and Savior, whom you crucified. Have a great day! 


Peter, well, fella, I gotta tell ya, you're missing something here. If you had a Bible, you could look over his sermon and right away, you'd detect what is missing from Peter's sermon. There is not one mention of Jesus loves them. Oh, make no mistake, the Gospel is there. Four times, Peter tells the crowd that God raised Jesus from the dead. His last statement contains the proclamation that God has made this resurrected Jesus Lord and Christ, which is a very clear statement that salvation is found only in Jesus.


What a way to witness! But it worked. It caused the crowd to have their hearts pricked by the Law and they realized they were lost. In keeping with the old nature, the first question they ask is the typical human reaction to the idea of salvation. “What must we do?” Tell us what we need to do, Peter, and we'll get right on it. 


Peter's got them right where he wants them. Or where God wants them. Desperate and afraid, they're on the edge of total despair. With the power of the Spirit through the Word of God, Peter delivers the killing blow. With one word, he smites the old Adam. “Repent.” With that one word, Peter tells them that their thinking is all wrong. He enlightens them by informing them that the only way they are going to be saved is to acknowledge their desperate state, confess their sins and abandon all hope of doing anything to save themselves. Only God in this Jesus they crucified can save them. All by Himself, with no contribution on their part.


Peter then adds how God will bring about their salvation. In baptism. Just as God did with us in our baptism. For on that day, God came and saved us, all by himself, with not a bit of help from us. That's the beauty and grandeur of infant baptism. The baby can do nothing for himself.  He can't repent on his own. He can't muster up faith on his own. He can't make a decision or find Jesus or offer any tidbit of effort. He is as passive as a dead body.


But God is the active and powerful agent of change. With the water and His Holy Name, the Father drowns the old sinful nature and creates a new person. A new person who is called to believe that Jesus is the Lord and Christ. God put his name upon you and called you to faith with the Word.  


Your sins were and are forgiven because this Jesus, whom you too crucified, died on Calvary because of your sins. The evidence is overwhelming. Your fingerprints are on the hammer. Your sins are all over him. Your transgressions have been imbedded into his flesh. 


He went to the cross to bear the judgment of guilt you deserved for your iniquities. He suffered the agony of defeat and the sting of the grave for you.  The Law kills all hope in self and trust in anything else, and prepares the heart for the sweet words of the Good News of Jesus crucified and risen.


Listen to Peter's inspired words of hope: “Repent and be baptized, every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” You crucified the Lord of life, but the Lord of life was raised and He is now Lord of your life. Repent, that is, acknowledge your sinful condition, confess your unworthiness to God, and receive the gift of forgiveness found and given only in Jesus. 


In short, the Word works and souls were added to the church. It was not a clever program that saved souls that day. It was not a new and improved method of witnessing or a simple four step process that changed lives. It was the Word proclaimed and heard, Peter preaching the Word made flesh, who lived, died and arose for them. 


Sometimes, not enough for us to be sure, but sometimes, the Word produces immediate results. Most times, though, it's like watching grass grow. You could stand over that grass and shout till you're hoarse and it will not grow any faster than it usually does. Well, unless it gets fifteen inches of rain.


This is what is most agonizing about church growth and praying for people to come to faith in Christ. It is most times so slow as to be almost unnoticeable. It also seems to happen one or two at a time. Most churches do not usually see a great influx of people into a church at any one time. Yes, there are some that do. And as we turn green with envy when we hear about such gains, let us remember that  it is always God's Word that causes the increase, not evangelism programs or anything else man can come up with. 


A sinner becomes a saint because the Law has burrowed into a heart, down through a very hard and crusty shell, formed by years of unbelief and unconfessed sin and rebellion and rejection. Even for God, raising the dead to life is often a slow and arduous process. It might take years for faith to blossom. 


Be assured. The Word that you plant is never a wasted effort. It will accomplish that for which God sends it. It takes time, sometimes a long time, once in a while, quickly. It is our task, our calling, to remain faithful to God. It is our mission to preach the Good News in its truth and purity and let God take care of the resurrections in His time. We are called to be obedient to His commands, to make disciples by baptizing and teaching what the Lord has taught us. We leave the results up to God.


In the meantime, we continue to stand steadfast on the truth of God's Word. We continue to be strengthened in our faith, bolder in our witness, and more courageous in living the Christian life. We continue to grow as a people called out of darkness into His marvelous light, maturing in faith, expanding in compassion for all people, and sharing the Good News of Christ and Him crucified and risen for the justification of all whom the Lord calls to himself. Amen. 
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